Understanding the global carbon cycle is the key to understanding climate change. The carbon cycle makes it clear that, if we want our grandchildren and their children to live decent lives, we have to achieve a world free of fossil fuels -a post-carbon civilisationwithin a few years.
Carbon is essential to life. All living organisms are constructed out of carboncontaining organic molecules. These are made possible by the carbon cycle: the exchange of carbon between the earth's carbon reservoirs, as shown in Fig. 1 .
The diagram shows how an enormous carbon cycle moves carbon between these reservoirs in a number of sub-cycles. It shows carbon reservoirs (in gigatons), and the flux between them (in gigatons per year).
The sub-cycles can be grouped into biological cycles (i.e. between the atmosphere and the land, ocean surface and vegetation) and geological cycles (exchanges with the deep ocean, sediments and rocks, including the formation -but not the combustion -of 'fossil fuels'). The industrial revolution brought an end to this. Ever since we discovered that there are enormous amounts of stored fossil fuel energy, we have been doing our best to reverse the process. To the negative side of our carbon balance we now have to add 5.5 gigatons of carbon from fossil fuel burning per year. This brings the overall balance to minus 3.3 gigatons of carbon, accumulating in the atmosphere as CO 2 , and leading to climate change and global warming through its greenhouse effect. Fig. 2 shows the current carbon reservoirs that are part of this rapid carbon cycle. Fossil fuels are included because, since the industrial revolution, they have become part of the rapid biological cycle. However, unlike the exchange of carbon among the other reservoirs, fossil fuel combustion is a one-way process. It is not a true cycle. Effectively, it means moving carbon from the tall black fossil fuel bar on the chart and piling it onto the shorter blue atmosphere Banner at the COP-17 Conference on the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change. The result is, effectively, reversal of the process that supports life as we know itplanetary suicide. The planet cannot recycle all that carbon, and if we don't reverse it, will become uninhabitable by humans.
Fig. 2. Amount of carbon in the world's reservoirs (gigatons carbon).
The only lasting solution: Keep fossil fuels in the earth, where nature has put them Ecuador has large oil reserves in one of the most biodiverse regions of the world. Some years ago social movements and civil society organisations who wanted to protect the biodiversity and indigenous lifestyles began a campaign for a world emancipated from the need to burn fossil fuels -a postoil civilisation. 
